It is perhaps a bit of a cheek for an Englishman. and a newly arrived one at that. to be writing a bout New Zealand history. However. I take heart that H.R.F. Keating, whose 'Inspector Ghote' novels brilliantly evoke both the squalor and the grandeur of Mother India, didn't actually set foot in the sub-continent until after his fifth best -seller.
While casting around in Britain for a subject for a short dissertation.
1 I came across an interesting little notebook in the Kent Archives Office in Maidstone. 2 This seemed to be the personal accounts book of the Reverend Hornbuckle, Vicar of Staplehurst in the Weald of Kent, for the years 1830 to 1843. Part of the book kept tally of the amount of work various labourers had done in the churchyard to repay loans. The main content. however. was a record of payments made against the Poor Rate to assist the emigration of six families from the Staplehurst Workhouse to New Zealand in 1839.
I decided to follow the fortunes of these six What I Wish to discuss here is why the New Zealand Company chose to grant free passage to these families consigned to the Staplehurst Workhouse . At the same time I Wish to reassure the present day descendants of these families. who are sometimes taken aback to discover that their ancestors came from the Workhouse.
The Wakefield system of settlement had at its core two principles. The first was to obtain land cheaply, sell this to speculators and use the money so gained to subsidise the emigration of hand-picked. but landless, labourers. The second was to create in the new country a microcosm of all that was best in English society. As a minor aristocrat. Wakefield considf>rPrl the English class system of landlord and tenant to be part of the natural order of things :
The rich man in his castle.
The poor man at his gate ... . However. it was one thing to theorise from ins ide the walls of Newgate prison. 5 it was another to put it into practice. The Whig government of Lord Melbourne. urged on by the Church Missionary Society. had finally but reluctantly. decided that the Maori of New Zealand ought to be protected from the depredations of tra ders and settlers through the proclamation of British s overeignty. They had begun to make plans to s end out Captain Hobson to draw up a treaty with the Maori. The New Zealand Company knew that the Government monopoly on land purchases. which would inevitably follow. would effectively scupper their Wakefieldian schemes. So haste was of the essence. An indication of this. is that the first land purch ases from the Maori. in Port Nicholson. took place on 27 September 1839. twelve days after The Oriental. full of emigrants left London for New Zealand.
In the few weeks available to them. for this first phase of settlement. it was very difficult for the Company agents to secure the right kind of emigrant. The country was litera lly at the other end of the world. the Maori were reputed to be warlike and unfriendly. it was much cheaper. quicker and simpler to emigrate to North America. where so many others had gone before. The Company made it no easier for the hard-pressed recruiting agent by being extremely selective. The Company embarkation order records 6 show just how few emigrants were actually chosen from the huge numbers proposed by agents.
Emigration was not entirely free either. even for those adults granted free passage. Children. other than infants in arms and teenagers old enough to work. had to be paid for. The Company insisted that all emigrants must be properly clothed for the future climatic rigours and that artisans should bear with them their tools. Then there was the fare from home to the point of embarkation. Thus the New Zealand Company enmeshed itself in a fine dilemma. Labourers rich enough to afford emigration to New Zealand were either sufficiently well off not to wish to change their status quo. or would rather emigrate to North America or Australia. which was not entirely terra incognita.
In desperation. the agents looked towards the Workhouses to fill the emigrant ships which had been so expensively hired. So high a proportion of early emigrants on the first ships into Port Nicholson were paupers. that Colonel William Wakefield. the New Zealand Company's agent in Wellington. complained that they were the scourings of Gravesend and neighbouring Workhouses. recruited less through a desire for quality than a n eed to fill up ship's berths. 7 Since 1834 and the introduction of the 'New' Poor Law. parishes had been legally entitled to charge the emigration of paupers' expenses against the Poor Rate . It made good economic sense to spend extra one year to despatch the parish paupers. to lessen expenditure subsequently. The problem was that. whereas the Poor Law Commissioners accepted this charge for emigration to Canada and Australia. New Zealand was a new proposition.
There is an interesting exchange of correspondence between the Poor Law Commissioners in Somerset House and the Colonial Office. on 30 October 1839. 8 in which the Commissioners seek the advice of the Colonial Secretary as to the propriety of subsidising emigration to New Zea-land for a group of paupers from Staplehurst. The reply came by return:
There is no British Colony at New Zealand nor is it yet clear that such a Colony will ever be established. The Government has repeatedly and distinctly refused to recognise any of the Companies and Associations which have been formed for sending Settlers to these islands. Capt. Hobson has been accredited to the native Chiefs as H.M's Consul and has been authorised to negotiate for the surrender to H. M. of the Sovereignty of such parts of New Zealand as he may think best adapted as a British Colony. Until the rest of his negotiations are known. the Government must consider New Zealand as a foreign country of which Great Britain has acknowledged the independence and National flag.
In the face of such a definite negative. the Poor Law Commissioners had no option but to forbid the subsidy of the six families. But we know that. in fact. they were helped by the Parish and out of Poor Law taxation.
Two What this does not explain. however. is why Whiting and Hombuckle should go to such lengths in flouting the law to give these six families a chance of a new life in New Zealand. Perhaps the answer is that they were not dross. after all and that Whiting saw them as most desirable emigrants.
It was certainly true that the workhouses of Kent were unusually full at that time. The agricultural boom in the south of England. caused by the need to victual an expeditionary army on the Continent. was ended by the Battle of Waterloo. Newly-invented threshing machines threatened the agricultural labourer's livelihood. Hops were no longer a paying proposition.
